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Summary
This report provides a critical analysis of how Marks & Spencer (M&S) Food utilises Customer Relationship Marketing (CRM) strategies to influence organisational performance and build sustainable customer relationships. It examines the historical evolution and current market position of M&S Food, the role of data-driven insights in supporting customer retention and loyalty, and the effectiveness of the company’s relationship marketing strategies. The report highlights how M&S Food leverages segmentation, targeting, positioning, the marketing mix, and ethical practices to achieve customer centrality. Key conclusions show that while M&S Food demonstrates strong CRM foundations, opportunities exist to improve inclusivity, transparency, and data security. Recommendations include enhancing predictive analytics, broadening access through flexible pricing, increasing sustainability reporting, strengthening ethical value communication, and reinforcing CRM infrastructure. 
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Introduction 
This report explores how Marks & Spencer (M&S) Food uses Customer Relationship Marketing (CRM) to strengthen customer retention and loyalty. It outlines the company’s background, evaluates the role of data in shaping customer relationships, and assesses key CRM strategies such as segmentation, positioning, the marketing mix, and sustainability practices. The aim is to provide clear insights and practical recommendations for enhancing long‑term customer value.
[bookmark: _Toc214267420]Chapter 1 - Organisational Overview
[bookmark: _Toc214267421]Historical Development and Evolution
Marks & Spencer (M&S) was founded in 1884 by Michael Marks, who began with a small market stall in Leeds, England, selling household items under the slogan “Don’t ask the price, it’s a penny.” His partnership with Tom Spencer, a cashier at the time, marked the beginning of what would become one of the UK’s most recognised retail brands (Marks & Spencer, 2024).
M&S Food’s journey began with the original “Penny Bazaars,” which sold basic provisions such as flour and spices. By the 1920s, the company had expanded into confectionery and a variety of grocery products. In 1931, food departments became a permanent feature in all M&S stores, followed by the introduction of café bars in 1935, offering hot meals to customers.
A significant innovation came in 1937 with the establishment of the company’s own fruit distribution centre, allowing M&S to build direct supplier relationships—a model still in practice today. In 1947, M&S pioneered open-shelving for self-service food shopping, and in 1972, it became the first UK retailer to introduce “sell-by” dates, setting new standards for transparency and consumer trust.
The brand’s food division gained further distinction in 1987 with the launch of its first food-only store. The 2004 advertising campaign, “This is not just food, this is M&S Food,” became iconic, driving a 3000% increase in product sales. In recent years, M&S has continued to innovate, becoming the first UK retailer to launch a dedicated gluten-free range in 2018 (M&S Archive, n.d.)
[bookmark: _Toc214267422]Current Market Position
According to Statista (2024), M&S Food holds a strong position among the UK’s supermarket chains, ranking second just behind Sainsbury’s (Figure 1).
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Figure 1- Most Popular Supermarkets in UK (Statista, 2024)
Despite competition from retailers such as Waitrose, Tesco, and Sainsbury’s, M&S Food has maintained a stable market performance by focusing on convenience stores, high-quality ready meals, and strategic partnerships. Although the company’s overall retail performance has fluctuated in recent years, the food division remains its most profitable segment—generating nearly double the revenue of the fashion, home, and beauty divisions (Figure 2)—and continues to play a key role in strengthening M&S’s brand and customer loyalty. 
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Figure 2 - Revenue of M&S in 2025 (Smith, 2024)
[bookmark: _Toc214267423]Mission and Values
M&S’s mission is to deliver exceptional quality, service, and innovation while acting responsibly toward the planet and its people. Sustainability is central to this mission, with the company committed to achieving net zero carbon emissions by 2040 (DCF Team, 2024). This reflects M&S’s broader values of trust, quality, and responsibility—positioning the brand as more than just a food retailer, but as a business that aims to build lasting, ethical relationships with its customers and suppliers.




[bookmark: _Toc214267424]Chapter 2 – Data and Customer Relationships 
[bookmark: _Toc214267425]Role of Data in Modern Food Retail
In today’s food industry, companies and retailers have access to vast amounts of data — from food production and research and development (R&D) to customer insights gathered through social media, online interactions, and the Internet of Things. This data enables businesses to improve product quality, understand consumer preferences, and ultimately drive revenue growth (Nychas et al., 2021).
Through data collection and analysis, companies can generate dashboards and visual reports that support informed decision-making. Data scientists and analysts transform raw information into strategic insights that enhance operational efficiency and customer experience.
[bookmark: _Toc214267426]Data-Driven Insights on M&S Food
External analyses of M&S Food highlight its reputation as a premium and high-quality retailer, particularly compared with competitors such as Tesco and Aldi. However, research also points to weaknesses in its Customer Relationship Marketing (CRM) strategies, particularly in attracting younger demographics and developing more inclusive marketing plans (Li, Wang and Zhang, 2023). A SWOT analysis (see Figure 3) identifies both M&S’s strong brand image and areas for improvement in customer reach and engagement.
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Figure 3- SWOT Analyse of M&S (Li, Wang and Zhang, 2023)
[bookmark: _Toc214267427]Data Collection and Customer Loyalty Programs
M&S Food leverages data-driven tools to strengthen customer relationships through its loyalty scheme, Sparks. The Sparks card offers personalised rewards, including welcome offers, free gifts, and occasional free shopping experiences. This system mirrors the approach of competitors such as Tesco’s Clubcard, allowing customers to collect points and access partner discounts (Tesco.com, 2025).
By tracking customer activity — including purchasing habits, preferred products, and store visits — M&S can tailor offers and promotions to individual preferences. For example, its coffee loyalty program provides a free beverage after every six purchases, reinforcing repeat engagement and customer retention (Selwood, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc214267428]Customer Data Management Practices
M&S (n.d.) reports that it collects various forms of customer data, including:
Personal information (name, age, gender, and date of birth)
Contact details (postal address, phone number, and email)
Purchase and order history
Payment details
Marketing preferences
Additionally, the company gathers indirect data from website activity and third-party partners.
[bookmark: _Toc214267429]Data’s Role in Sustainable Customer Relationships
Analysing this extensive data allows M&S to better understand customer needs, assess performance, and develop new products or marketing campaigns (McAfee et al., 2012). Effective data utilisation supports Sustainable Customer Relationship Management (SCRM) by aligning business strategy, digital systems, and customer engagement processes (Ferrer-Estévez and Chalmeta, 2022) to promote long-term loyalty and trust.
[bookmark: _Toc214267430]Managing Customer Data Challenges
As M&S collects more customer information through digital services and loyalty programmes, the risks around data security and system complexity increase. The April 2025 cyber-attack which led to a huge data breach (Liv, 2025), highlighted vulnerabilities that can undermine customer trust and disrupt operations. Growing data volumes also demand stronger BI systems, better analytics tools, and skilled staff to prevent data silos and ensure accurate insights. Effective governance and cybersecurity are therefore essential to support reliable decision‑making and maintain long‑term customer relationships.







[bookmark: _Toc214267431]Chapter 3 – CRM Strategy Analysis 
[bookmark: _Toc214267432]Segmentation, Targeting and Positioning (STP)
Segmentation, Targeting and Positioning (STP) enables businesses to allocate resources effectively by dividing the market into groups with shared characteristics and tailoring offerings to the most profitable customers (Khandelwal et al., 2020). M&S Food primarily targets shoppers seeking premium, high-quality convenience and occasional indulgence. Core segments include busy professionals, older consumers who prioritise quality, and customers purchasing treats or gifts.
M&S segments its market demographically (age, income), psychographically (convenience seekers, brand-loyal shoppers), and behaviourally (shopping frequency and purchase patterns) (PESTEL Analysis, 2025). Examples include meal deals for convenience-driven shoppers, “Dine In” offers for couples seeking affordable premium meals, and a vegetarian line with 14 meal options tailored to plant-based consumers (Marks & Spencer, 2022). However, competitors such as Tesco target similar segments and often offer better-value products, including meal deals starting at £3.85, which can draw price-sensitive customers away from M&S.
As shown in Figure 3, M&S positions itself around quality, innovation and convenience, emphasising premium ingredients, seasonal limited-edition products and strong visual branding. Personalised offers through the Sparks app further support this premium yet accessible positioning (Marks & Spencer Group plc, 2025).
[image:  Tesco positioning map]
Figure 3 - UK supermarket positioning map (Business-Essay.com, 2022)
[bookmark: _Toc214267433]Market Differentiation Through the Marketing Mix
Ad
The marketing mix provides a structured approach for businesses to design, price, distribute, and promote their offerings. It traditionally includes four elements—product, price, place and promotion—each shaping how value is delivered to customers. The extended marketing mix adds people, process and physical evidence, reflecting the needs of service-based industries. Understanding this mix allows businesses to respond effectively to competition and shifting consumer expectations (Gilstein, 2024).
· Product: M&S differentiates itself through premium-quality food ranges focusing on freshness, innovation and sustainability. Eco-friendly packaging and strict production standards enhance its reputation for quality and trust.
· Price: M&S uses a value-based pricing strategy in which higher prices signal superior quality and responsible sourcing. Selective promotions and varied price points help maintain accessibility without diluting its premium image.
· Place: The company combines convenient store locations with a strong online presence. Its omnichannel model—integrating stores, website and mobile app—ensures a seamless and accessible shopping experience.
· Promotion: Advertising campaigns, active social media engagement and the Sparks loyalty programme help M&S strengthen relationships and encourage repeat purchasing.
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Figure 4 - Porter’s generic strategies (Consuunt, 2024)
Porter’s Generic Strategies
Figure 4 outlines Porter’s (1985) four competitive strategies. M&S Food aligns with a differentiation strategy, competing through quality rather than low cost. Unlike discount competitors, M&S benefits from established supplier relationships and strong brand equity, enabling it to maintain high standards that competitors struggle to match. Its continued product innovation and increased use of digital and influencer-led marketing support this differentiation. At the same time, the company has reduced certain advertising costs to manage long-term expenses more efficiently (Li, Wang and Zhang, 2023).
Together, the marketing mix and differentiation strategy create a clear and consistent brand identity built around quality, convenience and trust. This coherence strengthens long-term customer relationships by delivering reliable value, rewarding loyalty and offering an experience that is difficult for competitors to replicate (The Strategy Story, 2023). 
[bookmark: _Toc214267434]Meeting the 4Cs of Customer Needs
The 4Cs model—customer needs, cost, convenience and communication—was developed in the 1990s as a more customer-centred alternative to the 4Ps. It shifts focus from what a business sells to what customers value, enabling companies to design offerings that meet expectations more directly (Fernandes, 2025).
Customer Needs: M&S uses data from the Sparks programme and external insights to identify what customers want: high quality, innovation and convenient meal solutions. This enables the business to tailor ranges such as ready meals, seasonal launches and dietary-specific options more precisely.
· Cost: Although M&S is priced above many competitors, loyal customers perceive strong value in the quality and overall shopping experience. Personalised discounts, Sparks rewards and “treats” help increase perceived value while maintaining the brand’s premium position (Hanlon, 2020).
· Convenience: To support ease of access, M&S continues to expand its food halls and smaller convenience formats, opening ten new locations and refurbishing fifty more in 2024 (Fortune, 2024). Click & Collect and rapid store-based fulfilment turn local branches into micro-hubs, enabling fast, low-impact deliveries (Marks & Spencer, 2023). 
· Communication: M&S maintains active CRM communication through the Sparks app, delivering personalised offers and reinforcing customer values—for example, through Sparks-funded charity donations (marksandspencer.com, 2022). However, recent data-breach issues highlight the need for stronger communication resilience and customer reassurance.
[bookmark: _Toc214267435]Ethical and Sustainability Practices
M&S’s goals extend beyond profit, reflected in its triple bottom line, delivered through Plan A—its long-running sustainability programme launched in 2007 with 100 time-bound commitments and reshaped in 2025. The initiative underpins the company’s ethical and environmental strategy, including responsible sourcing, waste reduction, community support, and a target of achieving net-zero emissions by 2040, as illustrated in Figure (M&S,2024).[image: A diagram of a company's priority areas
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Figure 5 - M&S sustainability commitments (M&S, 2024)
Modern relationship marketing relies on aligning brand and customer values. M&S’s sustainability efforts strengthen relational value by building emotional trust and long-term loyalty. CRM tools—such as promoting eco-friendly product ranges or Sparks-linked charitable donations—reinforce this ethical positioning and deepen customer connection.
[bookmark: _Toc214267436]Achieving Customer Centrality and Long-Term Loyalty
M&S Food’s CRM strategies collectively contribute to customer centrality through:
1. Corporate Trust Signals: Transparent sustainability reporting and ethical initiatives such as Plan A reinforce customer confidence and brand integrity.
2. Data-Driven Personalisation: Behavioural insights from the Sparks programme enable targeted offers-such as personalised discounts on frequently purchased items or birthday "treats"-which help build deeper personal connections.
3. Reliability and Convenience: Investments to expand convenience stores, and services like Click & Collect create a seamless experience. For example, rapid store-fulfilled collections allow customers to pick up online orders within an hour.
4. Value Proposition Alignment: Premium quality and sustainability messaging translate into tangible customer benefits, such as "low plastic" packaging trials, and seasonal premium ranges that reinforce both functional and emotional value.
Together, these practices promote long-term customer relationships founded on trust, satisfaction, and shared values — key drivers of sustainable loyalty for M&S Food.
[bookmark: _Toc214267437]Chapter 4 – Conclusions and Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc214267438]Conclusions
M&S Food’s Customer Relationship Marketing (CRM) strategy reinforces its reputation as a premium, customer-focused retailer. Through data-driven personalisation enabled by the Sparks loyalty programme and analytics partners such as Starcount (Hub, 2018), M&S strengthens customer understanding and long-term engagement. Its segmentation, targeting and positioning (STP) approach enables the brand to focus on high-value segments that prioritise quality, convenience and ethical sourcing, while the marketing mix and 4Cs frameworks ensure a consistent, customer-centric experience across all touchpoints.
Sustainability and ethics remain central to M&S’s identity through initiatives such as Plan A and its net-zero 2040 goal. These commitments build trust and emotional loyalty by aligning brand values with customer expectations. However, premium pricing and reduced accessibility for price-sensitive shoppers remain challenges. In addition, growing consumer demand for transparent, measurable sustainability progress—particularly around packaging waste and supply-chain emissions—requires clearer reporting.
Overall, M&S Food demonstrates strong CRM practices that support sustainable customer relationships, but continued innovation, inclusivity and transparency are essential to maintaining long-term loyalty in an increasingly competitive market.
[bookmark: _Toc214267439]Recommendations
· Enhance Data-Driven Insights: Strengthen collaboration with analytics partners to refine predictive modelling and improve segmentation accuracy. A deeper understanding of younger and more price-conscious demographics could broaden market reach.
· Broaden Accessibility Without Diluting the Brand: Introduce tiered pricing or smaller-format product lines to appeal to wider audiences while preserving premium standards, helping balance exclusivity with inclusivity.
· Increase Transparency and Measurable Reporting: Publish clear, verifiable updates on sustainability metrics—particularly packaging recyclability and supply-chain emissions. Public dashboards or annual summaries could reinforce accountability.
· Strengthen Ethical Value Communication: Translate sustainability commitments into everyday customer experiences through clearer eco-labelling, affordable sustainable ranges and community-focused initiatives promoted via Sparks.
· Invest in Resilient CRM Infrastructure: Following the recent data breach, prioritise cybersecurity, data governance and crisis-communication protocols to restore confidence and ensure secure handling of customer information.
By adopting these recommendations, M&S Food can further align its CRM and sustainability strategies, strengthening trust, loyalty and inclusivity while sustaining competitive advantage in the evolving food retail landscape.
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